[Variation in the plasma endothelin levels in relation to age].
In order to study the influence of ageing on the hormonal function of the endothelium in man, plasma endothelin levels were measured in 11 normal young persons (mean aged 25.7 +/- 1.8 years) and in 16 apparently healthy elderly subjects (mean 87.5 +/- 5.4 years) without anamnestic or clinical signs of symptomatic atherosclerosis. The mean plasma level +/- SD of endothelin was 2.72 +/- 0.61 pg/ml in elderly subjects and 2.09 +/- 0.66 in young subjects. The difference was statistically significant (p < 0.05). Various humoral or local age-related environmental factors may be responsible for this result. In particular increased vascular production of endothelin may be the response to endothelial cell damage caused by an asymptomatic atherosclerotic process. Studies still need to define whether enhanced plasma endothelin levels in elderly subjects not suffering from symptomatic atherosclerosis are the consequence of ageing alone or an ongoing but clinically silent atherosclerotic process.